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Dear Readers,

Happy New Year!  The transition from one calendar year to 
the next is traditionally a time to look back at what the past 
year’s accomplishments amount to and face forward to the 
promises of the upcoming year. This is as true in America as 
anywhere, and January is often a month of great reflection and 
new commitments.

This is a time of new beginnings for the U.S. Mission to Pakistan 
as well, and a time of hails and farewells. In November we said 
goodbye to Ambassador Richard Olson, who is no longer in 
Islamabad but continues to work on issues of concern to the 
region as the U.S. Special Representative for Afghanistan and 
Pakistan. We then bid a warm welcome to Ambassador David 
Hale, who began leading the Mission the same month, and who 
shares some of his priorities as Ambassador in this edition of 
Khabr-o-Nazr. 

In this issue, we take stock of past successes and look forward 
to new challenges and opportunities. We hear from successful 
entrepreneurs and those beginning their professional journeys. 
We move from early days of our exchange alumni network 
to new exchanges happening now through the Ambassador’s 
Youth Council. We explore how the United States is working 
with Pakistan to develop sustainable solutions to meet growing 
energy needs, and delve into programs that are developing 
future generations of readers and thinkers.

We remain as motivated as ever to report on many examples of 
U.S.-Pakistan cooperation and partnership and hope it inspires 
even more of the same.

Wishing you peace, health, and good fortune in the New Year

Sincerely,

Christopher Snipes
Managing Editor
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During my first few weeks in Pakistan, I was lucky 
enough to visit Taxila, one of the world’s oldest centers 
of higher learning.  I was 

awed by the planning required 
to produce and maintain such an 
achievement which highlights an 
early and continuing commitment 
to curiosity and advancement.  I 
see that vibrant spirit of innovation 
is still apparent in Pakistan today, 
some 5,000 years later. 

I feel remarkably privileged to 
serve as the American Ambassador 
to Pakistan and I am eager to help 
both of our countries continue to 
advance and innovate.  Pakistan 
has a central role to play not only 
in South Asia but globally.  A 
stable, prosperous Pakistan, with 
strong democratic institutions, is 
in the best interest of the Pakistani 
people, the United States, the region, and the world.

In recent years, trust and partnership between Pakistan and 
the United States have grown considerably.  This is due in no 
small part to cooperation in key areas like education, innovation, 
energy, and security.  That cooperation didn’t appear overnight.  
It had to be built with commitment and effort from both sides.  
The results we have already achieved illustrate the choices we 
make together matter.

The United States and Pakistan share a long history of working 
together in the field of education to improve teaching standards, 
to build and rehabilitate schools, and to expose students to new 
ideas through exchanges such as the Fulbright Program.  I look 
forward to continuing this partnership in education through 
joint initiatives like “Let Girls Learn.”  In fact, I personally 
know the transformative impact of girls’ education on families.  
My grandmother was the first person in my family to attend 
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university.  In a time before the 19th Amendment to the U.S. 
Constitution codified women’s right to vote, and when women 
were still barred from many universities, my grandmother made 
a courageous choice to pursue higher education, which had far-
reaching consequences for herself and her family.  In a short 
time in Pakistan, I have seen similar choices being made here, as 
people defy expectations and rise above challenges.  That said, an 
educated populace is the foundation of a strong democracy, and 
access to quality education should not be a struggle.  Education 
provides the surest path to a better life for individuals and a more 
prosperous future for their nations.

Pakistan has deep reserves of talent and is already home to 
innovators in various fields.  Still, more are awaiting opportunities 
and investments to demonstrate their capabilities.  The United 
States is committed to promoting innovation and entrepreneurship 
in Pakistan, through capacity building and civilian assistance.  
Programs like WECREATE, for example, give Pakistani women 
access to valuable networks and help them to develop ideas into 
practical business models.

Energy is another area of long-term partnership between the 
United States and Pakistan.  Pakistani businesses and communities 
know well that growing demand for energy has far outpaced the 
supply of energy.  This challenge reflects a larger, global need 
for sustainable solutions.  The United States is working with 
Pakistan to tap into the country’s hydropower reserves and to 
further develop other sources of renewable energy.  Our signature 
projects have trained thousands of energy sector professionals, 
introduced international best practices to the industry, including 
state-of-the-art technologies, and added over 1,750 megawatts to 
Pakistan’s electric grid.
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Finally, of course, is the issue of security.  Both Pakistan and the 
United States share a commitment to preventing the proliferation 
of nuclear weapons.  Pakistan has also taken important strides 
in uprooting terrorist safe havens and targeting militant groups 
within its borders.  U.S. security assistance is directly supporting 
Pakistan’s ability to conduct counter-insurgency operations. 

There is some truth to the adage “geography is destiny.”  Pakistan’s 
location and natural resources have historically made it a strategic 
hub; echoes of yesterday’s Silk Road can be seen in today’s 
Karakoram Highway.  In this populous, tumultuous region, 
neighborly relations are key to Pakistan’s security and prosperity.  I 
believe Pakistan’s support of the Afghan-owned, Afghan-led peace 
process will be critical to the success of this effort.  By the same 
token, Pakistan and Afghanistan share a long border and a shared 
interest in combatting the threats that spring from ungoverned 
spaces in remote places.  It is equally important that relations 
between Pakistan and India be normalized, not just for 
the two nations in question, but for regional stability.

If there is a theme to these priorities, it 
is stability.  By that I do not mean 
an immutable stability, but one 
that rises to the occasion 
of the day and is 
pliable enough 
to adapt. 

Pakistan 
is a dynamic 

and growing 
nation.  Throughout the 

world, democracy is a work 
in constant progress.  The United 

States is committed to partner with 
Pakistan in strengthening the structures and 

institutions of governance.

Pakistan and the United States will continue to have some 
differences of opinion and perspective, but we share mutual 
respect, common values, and common interests.  I look forward 
to learning from Pakistanis during my assignment here and to 
working together to build on the strong foundation we have 
already laid.

David Hale is the American Ambassador to Pakistan
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When I speak to Pakistanis about their 
hopes for the country’s future, their 
message is clear: if  Pakistan is to build 
on recent progress toward economic 

and social development, the continuing energy crisis 
must be resolved.  Pakistan’s electricity shortage causes 
rolling blackouts all over the country, often lasting 
10/12 hours per day.  Without electricity, machinery 
falls silent, children cannot study after the sun sets, 
and heatwaves take hundreds of  lives.  Pakistan’s 
energy crisis constrains economic growth and disrupts 
the government’s ability to provide services.  Experts 
estimate that the energy crisis reduces Pakistan’s 
gross domestic product by between 2 and 2.5 percent 
annually, and that 64 percent of  public schools have 
no electricity.  Unreliable electricity service also 
undermines the cold chain vital to the distribution of  
medicines and perishable foods, affecting public health and safety.  
Pakistan’s future relies on a stronger energy sector, and the United 
States is partnering with the Government of  Pakistan to make this 
a reality.
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The United States and Pakistan have a long history of 
cooperation in the energy sector.  Together, we have built 
power plants, worked to electrify rural areas, and explored 
alternative sources of energy.  Under the Enhanced Partnership 
with Pakistan Act of 2009, also known as the Kerry-Lugar-
Berman Act, the United States committed more than one billion 
dollars to support cooperative efforts in the energy sector with 
the Government of Pakistan.   Now, we are helping build and 
renovate dams and hydropower plants such as Gomal Zam, 
Satpara, Tarbela, and Mangla, as well as thermal power plants 
at Guddu, Muzaffargarh, and Jamshoro.  As U.S. Secretary of 
State John Kerry noted during his 2013 visit, “how much energy 
we provide and how fast, is going to be critical to the feelings of 
people in Pakistan that progress is being made in terms of their 
economic future.” 

The U.S. Agency for International Development’s (USAID) 
work to repair and rehabilitate the Tarbela hydroelectric power 
station in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Province is emblematic of 
our efforts to improve the power supply in partnership with 
the Government of Pakistan.  Over time, Tarbela’s capacity to 
produce electricity was reduced due to damaged or degraded 
equipment.  By helping the Government of Pakistan’s Water 
and Power Development Authority to upgrade three generator 
units, the Tarbela Dam Rehabilitation Project will restore 128 
megawatts of generation capacity and add 561 million kilowatt 
hours of energy per year.  This is enough to supply electricity 
to 1.2 million people, including many vulnerable communities.  
These megawatts are equivalent to the import of 600,000 barrels 
of oil per year from abroad, saving the Government of Pakistan 
$27 million annually that it can now spend on other vital services.
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Rehabilitating Tarbela and other dams is an important part of  
securing a stable energy future for Pakistan, but our cooperation 
does not end there.  The United States is also helping to 
modernize Pakistan’s power distribution network so that power 
can reach consumers without interruption.  Over the past five 
years, this cooperation added 1,700 megawatts of  power to the 
national grid, sufficient to provide electricity to 19 million people.  
This assistance as also increased the revenue of  the country’s 
distribution companies by over $200 million annually.

Adding generation capacity and improving distribution, however, 
are not enough.  To remain healthy over the long term, the 
Pakistani energy sector will depend on good policies and 

strong management.  The U.S. Government provides technical 
assistance to the Government of  Pakistan to support energy sector 
restructuring and reform, including better targeting of  subsidies 
and capacity building for key institutions.  These reforms will help 
ensure greater efficiency and higher quality customer service, 
better sector and business management, and greater sustainability 
of  Pakistan’s energy resources.  Proper implementation of  these 
reforms will also provide a business environment that encourages 
public and private sector investment in the fuel and power supply 
networks.  Pricing reforms and the introduction of  improved 
commercial practices in the power distribution sector will increase 
the ability of  Pakistan’s energy sector to finance its own growth, 
and to maintain and expand services while slowing future growth 
in energy demand.  USAID’s Energy Policy Program has helped 
the Government of  Pakistan add or save more than 1,400 
megawatts by increasing generation and transmission throughput 
capacity, enough to supply electricity to over 14 million people.

The United States is committed to continuing our cooperation 
with the Government of  Pakistan in the energy sector long into 
the future.  In October 2015, the United States and Pakistan 
announced the Clean Energy Partnership, through which the U.S. 
Government will support the private sector in adding another 
3,000 megawatts of  clean energy to the national grid over the next 
three years through technical assistance, financing, and support 
of  transmission and distribution upgrades.  In cooperation with 
the Government of  Pakistan, USAID will provide approximately 
$400 million in technical assistance and targeted investments in 
energy infrastructure, with the goal of  helping Pakistan’s energy 
sector attract at least one billion dollars in private funding.  This 
assistance will increase private sector-led power generation 
capacity and expand transmission system capacity, all with an 
emphasis on sources of  energy that will better protect Pakistan’s 
environment and public health.  The United States looks forward 
to the day when Pakistan can produce a cleaner, more stable 
energy supply for its people, and we are proud to be a leading 
partner in addressing this long-term challenge.

Leon Waskin is the American Mission to Pakistan’s Coordinator for Economic and 
Development Assistance.
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Mention tackling Pakistan’s energy woes and attention 
immediately turns toward the towering dams and 
thermal power plants that the U.S. Government has 

helped Pakistan build over the past decades.  The value of such 
initiatives cannot be overstated, and one can see easily see their 
impact.

But there is an equally important component to a nation’s 
steady energy supply: the distribution system.Without modern 
equipment, trained workers, and efficient operations, any 
additional energy generated could not reach a prime number of 
Pakistani homes, businesses, and factories.

Recognizing this, USAID designed a $218 million project called 
the Power Distribution Program (PDP).  Over a five-year period, 
PDP trained more than 32,000 energy specialists, improved 
customer billing systems, introduced international best practices, 
and worked with the Government of Pakistan on regulatory 
reform.
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When the project closed this fall, leaders had much to celebrate: 
the program saved businesses millions of dollars by reducing 
unscheduled load shedding, increasing distribution companies’ 
revenues so they could continue to invest in improvements, and 
saving about 200 megawatts of energy from being lost through 
inefficiency – enough to supply energy to 2 million customers.

The Power Distribution Program had more than 70 activities 
all working toward a shared goal. One example – meters – 
demonstrates how introducing modern technology helped 
transform the system.

More than 900 grid stations dot Pakistan’s landscape, and knowing 
how much energy is passing through each station is essential to 
maintaining the balance between supply and demand.

However, power distribution employees previously had to 
individually phone each power station for an energy report, 
making it practically impossible to gather reports from all 900 
stations simultaneously. That inevitably led to unscheduled load 
shedding as energy officials tried to meet consumer demand 
without fully knowing the available supply.

To address this issue, USAID installed 9,000 meters on power 
lines from Gilgit to Karachi that feed electricity to any given 
area. Those meters constantly sent information to distribution 
companies’ headquarters, where employees could track the data 
in their operations center and make necessary adjustments.

While the meters didn’t end load shedding – Pakistan still has 
a significant gap between supply and demand – distribution 
companies were able to reduce unscheduled load shedding by up 
to 85 percent.

“ Addressing Pakistan’s energy crisis will require a comprehensive 
approach involving people, infrastructure, and ingenuity,” USAID 
Energy Office Director Ross Hagan said. “Fortunately, we’re 
successfully working with Pakistan in these areas.” 

Nadeem Habib is a Program Management Specialist in USAID’s Energy 
Office.
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There are approximately 7,000 languages spoken in the 
world today, though linguists estimate that number will 
be cut in half  during this century. Language is more than 

mere communication, it is part of  our intangible cultural heritage; 
it shapes our stories and our perspectives. American writer Rita 
Mae Brown once said, “Language is the road map of  a culture. It 
tells you where its people come from and where they are going.” 
In the mountainous idyll of  the upper Swat valley, one language 
tells a story that predates more recent headlines of  militancy and 
displacement: Torwali is a little-known language with only 60,000 
speakers left in Pakistan. 

In UNESCO’s five-tier assessment of  at-risk- languages, Torwali 
is categorized as ”definitely endangered,” meaning children are 
rarely speaking the language. It is not alone; UNESCO lists 27 
vulnerable or endangered languages in Pakistan. 

Through its Ambassador’s Fund Program (AFP), USAID is 
supporting the preservation of  the Torwali language. While 
cultural preservation is often synonymous with architecture 
in common parlance, AFP also supports the preservation of  
less material culture like dialects, cuisine, holidays, and music. 
Another AFP project introduced a new generation to the ”saroz,” 
a traditional stringed folk instrument typically used by nomadic 
tribes of  Balochistan. Over the course of  four months, 70 young 
people were taught the history of  the instrument, its cultural 
impact, and how to play it.

The aims of  the AFP are wide-ranging, but its underlying 
objective is to support innovative development initiatives falling 
under USAID’s priority sectors for Pakistan. The program has 
been able to transform the lives of  people by harnessing their 
potential, protecting their natural resources, and embracing their 
values and beliefs. 

Each Ambassador sets thematic priorities for her or his tenure. 
In 2013, former U.S. Ambassador to Pakistan Richard Olson 
introduced new thematic areas for the Ambassador’s Fund that, 
in addition to cultural preservation, include wildlife conservation, 
women’s issues, entrepreneurship, and water, sanitation, and 
hygiene. 

The Program supports community-developed projects lasting 
up to one year with grants not exceeding $75,000 (Rs. 7.9 
million). AFP’s guiding philosophy is funding local solutions for 
local problems.  From the beginning, it has received tremendous 
response from the non-profit organizations, civil society groups 
and private entities. Under the new themes, AFP received 711 
applications with the highest number of  proposals addressing 
women’s issues. 
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To date, the Program has awarded 158 grants worth a total of  
$13.013 million (Rs. 1.37 billion), and benefitted nearly 390,000 
people. From Nagarparker, a town at the base of  the Karoonjhar 
Hills in Sindh to Ishkoman, a valley in Gilgit, spread over altitudes 
ranging from 7,000 to 12,000 feet, AFP reaches even far-flung 
areas and has a footprint in 83 districts of  Pakistan.  

Here are some examples of  AFP’s positive impact: 

Wildlife Conservation – The Indus Blind Dolphin
AFP supports endeavors to conserve wildlife and biodiversity 
by providing facilities for education, research, and habitat 
conservation for threatened species in Pakistan. To this end, the 
program has made 15 grants, including for the conservation of  
the Indus Blind Dolphin.

According to rough estimates there are only 1,000 of  these rare 
freshwater dolphins remaining. Due to human encroachment, 
specifically the construction irrigation systems and six barrages 
that divide the river, the dolphin has lost 80 percent of  its natural 
habitat and its movement is restricted to a 750 mile stretch of  
the river. In the past the dolphins were often killed for their oil. 
Today they are more often indirect victims of  over-fishing, either 
accidentally caught in nets or collateral damage from dynamite 
used to catch fish. The Indus dolphin is also fighting for its survival 
in a river that is highly polluted from pesticides, industrial runoff, 
and waste and sewage from river communities.

Because so much of  the decline of  this species is due to human 
activity, local communities must be a part of  reversing the trend. 
Introducing fishing communities to more sustainable practices 
and helping them find alternative sources of  income is an integral 
part of  how AFP promotes conservation.

Entrepreneurship – Social Enterprise
AFP has awarded 14 projects under the entrepreneurship 
category, with most of  them focused on skill development for rural 
women and youth. 

One innovative venture has been institutionalizing the concept of  
social entrepreneurship in educational institutions of  Baluchistan 
and Gilgit-Baltistan. AFP has trained 40 master trainers selected 
from different educational institutes, oriented 2,700 students and 
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100 faculty members to the concept, and involved 500 students 
in a social enterprise competition. Shamoon, a project trainee 
said, “It is an inspiration to see so many young people come 
together for the betterment of  society and earn for their families 
simultaneously. And the credit for such a positive social change in 
society is owed to AFP.”

Women’s Issues – Drivers of  Change
AFP funds projects to promote women’s empowerment through 
skill development, economic empowerment, and mechanisms to 
address domestic violence, and by improving access to justice.  
The Program has awarded 31 grants under this theme. 
  
One grant titled “Drivers of  Change” has provided driving 
training to 100 women from underprivileged backgrounds from 
Rawalpindi and Islamabad and placed them as professional 
drivers in both offices and homes. These efforts have brought 
greater independence and financial gain but have also opened the 
doors to women’s employment in an otherwise male-dominated 
field.

Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene – Potable Water
Water, sanitation, and hygiene are imperative for a healthy life. 
Under this theme, AFP has sponsored six community-based 
projects that focus on improving existing water systems.

The Program funded the installation of  solar-powered pumps 
at seven sites in the Nushki district of  Balochistan, which now 
provide clean drinking water.  Additionally, awareness sessions on 
the importance of  safe drinking water and best hygiene practices 
were also conducted in the 13 villages that benefit from the pumps. 
The project was a success for the 3900 inhabitants of  Nushki. 
With wells now in their backyards, villagers save time and effort 
porting water and are assured of  the water’s safety. 

Through the Ambassador’s Fund Program, U.S. Ambassadors 
to Pakistan can prioritize areas for development. However, these 
are truly community-driven grants. These broad categories leave 
room for local leaders and organizations to determine the scope 
and focus of  projects that affect their present and future.

Humera Iqbal is a Media and Communications Specialist with the USAID Small 
Grants and Ambassador’s Fund Program
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Writing is thought made immortal, set in stone or 
parchment, and communicated across cultures, 
time and space.  One of  humanity’s greatest 
inventions, it props up democracy and unlocks 

other worlds and perspectives. But not without a key. And that 
key is literacy.

The Pakistan Reading Project is one of  the largest USAID 
reading programs in the world and aims to support provincial and 
regional education departments throughout Pakistan to improve 
the reading skills of  at least 1.3 million children in grades 1 and 
2.  It provides high-quality student instructional materials and in-
service training in reading instruction to 23,800 teachers.  To date, 
the Pakistan Reading Project has trained approximately 13,000 
teachers and provided instructional 

USAID Launched the five year, $165 million Pakistan Reading 
Project in June 2013.  Speaking at the inauguration, former U.S. 
Ambassador to Pakistan Richard Olson shared his vision for the 
project:  “At the core, the Pakistan Reading Project aims to equip 
primary school students with the skills that will help them in 
secondary and tertiary education and ultimately expand their life 
choices during adulthood.” 

U.S. commitment to improving the quality of  education led the 
Reading Project to introduce Pakistan’s first comprehensive, in-
service professional development package for primary school 
teachers focused on the teaching of  reading.  This model 
includes a combination of  face-to-face training, teacher inquiry 
group meetings, and coaching.  Bashir Ahmed, a primary 
school teacher trained by the Reading Project in Astore, Gilgit-
Baltistan remarked, “Students are really taking interest in the new 
techniques of  teaching reading such as sky writing and sounds of  
letters with tapping.  Using these techniques not only increased 
my students’ interest in Urdu reading, but also enabled them to 
pronounce difficult words with ease.”  In sky writing, children 
practice drawing letters in the air with their fingers.  They use 
finger tapping to sound out words, which helps with practicing 
phonics and building vocabulary.
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Training also enables teachers to make use of  decodable texts and 
readers for Grade 1 and 2 students in Urdu and Sindhi.  By analyzing 
the structure of  Urdu and Sindhi, the Reading Project developed 
materials that introduce new sounds and letters in a language-
specific way and thus more effective for mastery.  Teachers have 
begun adopting these new instructional techniques and materials 
with promising results. “The teaching learning materials provided 
by the Pakistan Reading Project are very effective, and I found 
it very useful during Grade 1 teaching,”Ahmed observed. In 
addition to greater student engagement and quicker mastery of  
reading skills, teachers in Reading Project-sponsored schools also 
reported increases in student enrollment and retention over the 
course of  the year.

Taking a holistic approach to improving education, the Reading 
Project’s purview goes beyond the classroom.  It also supports 
Pakistan’s Higher Education Commission to ensure all new 
primary teachers will be Tprepared to effectively teach reading.  
The project is integrating reading instruction courses into 
the Associate Degree in Education (ADE) and Bachelors of  
Education (B.Ed. Honors) programs at many Teacher Training 
Institutes across the country.  It has also provided scholarships to 
3,148 ADE and B.Ed. honors students to become part of  a new 
cadre of  talented Pakistani teachers.
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The Reading Project works at multiple levels address key policy 
issues, including the development of  a reading improvement 
strategy that will encompass standards and benchmarks, 
assessment protocol and systems, and reading curriculum reform.  
In April 2015, the Project led a delegation of  government 
education officials from across Pakistan on a study tour to Egypt 
to observe first-hand how a USAID-funded pilot reading project 
was scaled nationwide within a year by the Government of  
Egypt.  The visit was followed in June by a week-long technical 
workshop where education specialists and officials from each 
province collaborated to develop reading performance standards 
for each primary grade level for Urdu and Sindhi.  As a result, 
each province was able to measure progress toward a quantifiable 
reading skills objective for the first time.  Seven of  Pakistan’s eight 
administrative units and provinces have also agreed set aside a 
daily time reading instruction.

The Reading Project engages and supports community   based 
interventions as well, by providing grants to school management 
committees and local non-government organizations.  A mobile 
bus library program is ensuring children and adults in rural areas 
have access to age-appropriate reading materials and can develop 
an increased awareness of  the importance of  reading.  The project 
has also funded 18 community-managed reading grants in all 
provinces and regions to spread awareness about the importance 
of  reading at early ages.

A strong foundation in reading prepares students not just for the 
classroom but for success in life. Through the Pakistan Reading 
Project, the United States is supporting the Pakistani government 
to lay the foundation for a new generation of  engaged citizens, of  
critical thinkers, and of  readers.

Mahvash Ali is the Director of  Communications and Outreach for the USAID-funded 
Pakistan Reading Project

                        KHABAR-O-NAZAR 19



Many Americans know the popular slogan of  my home 
state of  Virginia:  “Virginia is for Lovers.”  Whether you 

love history, good food, or outdoor adventures, you can certainly 
find something to love about Virginia.

The state of  Virginia, located on the East Coast of  the United 
States, has played an important role throughout U.S. history.  
Jamestown was home to the first permanent British colony in 
the early 1600s, and Virginia was one of  the 13 original colonies 
that declared independence from Britain and established the 
United States in 1776.  Our first president George Washington 
was a Virginian, and seven other Virginians have also led our 
country as Chiefs of  State.

This heritage offers many exciting attractions for history 
lovers.  The town of  Williamsburg, for example, gives visitors 
the chance to see how Virginians lived, dressed, and worked 
during the colonial era.  Tourists also flock to Mount Vernon, 
the plantation of  George Washington, and to Monticello, the 
home of  our third president, Thomas Jefferson.  Meanwhile, 
in Arlington, which is close to our nation’s capital Washington, 
D.C., people pay their respects at Arlington National Cemetery, 
the final resting ground of  soldiers who served their country in 
conflicts dating back to the 1800s. 

Although there are dozens of  interesting historical sites to 
explore in Virginia, there’s much more to appreciate about the 
state, including its natural beauty.  Virginia is home, for example, 
to Shenandoah National Park, located in the Blue Ridge 
Mountains.  The park is especially scenic to visit during the 
autumn months, as tree leaves change from green to red, yellow, 
and orange.  In the summertime, residents and tourists alike 
head to Virginia Beach, on the Atlantic Ocean, even though 
it’s not quite as warm as some of  the beaches farther south 
in the United States.  Tourists also enjoy visiting Assateague 
Island to see wild ponies. One of  my personal favorite spots is 
Luray Caverns in Central Virginia, an underground cave full 
of  impressive rock formations called stalactites and stalagmites.

Visiting historical sites and exploring the great outdoors can 
make a person pretty hungry.  Luckily, there’s delicious food 
available all across the state.  Apple-picking is popular in the 
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autumn, and those apples are turned into tasty treats like apple 
cider, apple butter, and -- my favorite -- apple donuts.  In the 
southern parts of Virginia, traditional southern foods like fried 
chicken and cornbread are readily available.  Oysters and crab are 
popular on the eastern shore of the state, and in northern Virginia, 
in the suburbs of Washington D.C., you can find dishes from 
practically every part of the globe: Korea, China, Latin America, 
Russia -- and yes, also from Pakistan!  The state as a whole is 
perhaps best known, though, for its peanuts.

Just as different foods are popular in different parts of  Virginia, 
there are some other cultural differences between various regions 
of  Virginia.  Virginia is located pretty much in the middle of  the 
East Coast, 

       and if  you ask residents whether Virginia is a northern state or 
southern state, you’ll probably start a debate.  In fact, if  you ask a 
Virginian where he or she is from, you’ll most likely receive one of  
two answers: “Virginia” or “Northern Virginia.”  The southern 
parts of  Virginia, generally speaking, features smaller towns and 
more agricultural land, while the northern tip of  Virginia is 
densely populated with many individuals who work in government 
institutions and companies located in Washington, D.C.  

Every corner of  Virginia is worth exploring, in my opinion.  If  
you ever travel to the United States, there’s a good chance you’ll 
transit through Dulles International Airport, one of  the busiest 
airports on the East Coast.  If  you find yourself  there, I hope 
you’ll explore the food, culture, and hospitality of  my home state!

Kristin Hawkins is an Assistant Information Officer with American Embassy 
Islamabad.

All the pictures included in this article are taken by the author’s father © Timothy 
Hawkins
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Startup Cup helped Dr. Usmani and his team meet both these 
ends. Not only was his startup a success but its story is a positive 
story for others in Pakistan and abroad.  

Shortly after winning the World Startup Cup, Dr. Usmani 
combined forces with Mr. Rob Burns, a colleague in the 
Eisenhower Fellowships Program.  The two met during Dr. 
Usmani’s Fellowship to the U.S. in 2012. Mr. Burns completed 
his fellowship in 2011 in China and Malaysia where he evaluated 
emerging technology and at-risk youth programs.

Based on a shared vision of  technical leadership and social 
impact, GoFig was combined and rebranded with the U.S.-entity 
co-founded by Dr. Usmani and Mr. Burns. The new entity was 
called PredictifyMe and began in late 2014.

Headquartered in the Research Triangle Park area of  North 
Carolina, PredictifyMe has expanded significantly over the past 
year, with offices in Islamabad, Karachi, and Lahore. It is also 
working closely with the U.S. Embassy in other countries to 
expand operations, including Chile, Peru, and Sri Lanka.

T he first World StartUp Cup was hosted in 2014 
in Armenia and was won by a Pakistani. A few 
months earlier, GoFig Solutions, which is headed 
by CEO Dr. Zeeshan-ul-hassan Usmani, took the 
top prize at the Pakistan StartUp Cup.  

The GoFig team analyzed multiple terrorist attacks to create a 
holistic view of  a terrorism event. On suicide bombings alone, 
they created the world’s largest database. The underlying goal 
was to produce software solutions that would accurately predict 
future attacks, assess risk preparedness of  institutions, and provide 
recommendations for preventative measures. 

For Dr. Usmani, startup is one black dot on a massive white board. 
That is to say, the idea is only the beginning. From there you need 
to explore everything from market to talent, from funding to 
founders, from competition to space, and from time to price. Then 
you give your best to that idea… your best talent, best resources, 
best time, best efforts, best everything. In the end, you will have 
either a product to sell or a story to tell, and both are perfectly 
fine outcomes.

Rob Burns and Dr. Usmani at the United Nations Headquarter for the Safe School Initiative Launch Event
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Dr. Usmani presenting his software for suicide 
bombing predictions to United Nations Special Envoy 

for Education Gordon Brown
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PredictifyMe now employs over fifty people in Pakistan. 
Expanding the company in Dr. Usmani’s home country was 
an easy decision. While the U.S. has only recently started to 
re-emphasize the importance of  STEM (Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Math) education, Pakistan already has an 
abundance of  incredibly hard working people with STEM 
talent and experience.

The company’s many clients now include the United Nations. 
PredictifyMe has joined hands with the United Nations 
Special Envoy for Education, Gordon Brown, to launch a safe 
school initiative worldwide, specifically focusing on Pakistan, 
Lebanon, Syria and Nigeria. This is the same product that 
won Startup Cup, and is now being utilized all over the world 
to provide safer environments for students. In Pakistan, the 
safe school initiative was launched and spearheaded by Prime 
Minister Nawaz Sharif ’s office. 

The challenges in Pakistan are similar to challenges in many 
developing markets: electricity, security, facilities, and internet 
access.  As Pakistan increases the number of  incubator 
facilities, like the Institute of  Business Administration in 
Karachi, the quality of  infrastructure for small companies 
should also improve considerably.

If  there is a lesson for investors and inventors in Predictify’s 
success, let it be that the talent in Pakistan is well-worth current 
challenges. For Dr. Usmani and Predictify me, StartUp Cup 
provided an opportunity to demonstrate their potential on a 
world stage. And that is quite a story.

Marcy Bucci is the president of  PredictifyMe. Dr. Zeeshan-ul-hassan Usmani 
is a Fulbright Scholar and an Eisenhower Fellow. Rob Burns is also an 
Eisenhower Fellow. The two are co-founders of  PredictifyMe.
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Pakistan StartUp Cup Awards Ceremony 2013
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The evidence in support of  women’s empowerment 
is overwhelming. No society can reach its full 
potential while half  of  its population remains 
underutilized. Women must have a voice in 
conversations about their country’s future. In 

countries like Pakistan, where instability and extremism often 
draw headlines, it remains as important as ever to recognize the 
need to elevate women and girls to public roles.   

For many years, the U.S. Mission to Pakistan has strategically 
incorporated women’s empowerment into our policies and 
objectives. Having high-level engagement and passionate partners 
has been pivotal in our successes. 
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The U.S. Mission has worked with the Potohar Organization 
for Development & Advocacy (PODA) to organize, link, and 
empower 5,000 rural women leaders from all parts of  Pakistan. 
Through projects that incorporate legal literacy and building 
awareness through radio campaigns, PODA connects women 
with the tools they need to empower themselves.

Sameena Nazir, Executive Director for PODA says, “The 
Mission’s support of  NGOs has been an important factor in 
moving women’s causes forward in Pakistan; it has certainly been 
crucial to my organization’s work in building powerful women 
leaders across Pakistan. The Embassy has helped Pakistani women 
and men better understand that equality is essential to economic 
growth, prosperity and peace.”

In February 2014, the Secretary’s Office of  Global Women’s 
Issues and the Bureau of  Economic Affairs launched the Women’s 
Entrepreneurial Center of  Resources, Education, Access, and 
Training for Economic Empowerment (WECREATE). The 
center was first established in Islamabad and has been used as 
a model for other centers around the world. It has also created 
other standout initiatives already, like the WECREATE challenge, 
Pakistan’s first startup competition for women-led businesses.
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One of  the most fruitful areas of  U.S.-Pakistan cooperation has 
been in the realm of  media. Despite multiple challenges faced 
by Pakistan’s media fraternity, Pakistani journalists at large 
remain fully committed to media freedom and have emerged as 
independent monitors and watchdogs in the country.  The U.S. 
Mission in Pakistan firmly believes that both the United States 
and Pakistan benefit immensely from a vibrant and independent 
media.  America’s third president Thomas Jefferson famously said, 
“Our liberty depends on the freedom of  the press, and that cannot 
be limited without being lost.” His words ring equally true today.

It is encouraging that Pakistani journalists are not only committed 
to retaining their freedom of  speech but are equally desirous of  
improving the quality of  journalism to be consistent with global 
standards.  A number of  Pakistani journalists who have visited 
the United States as part of  different U.S. government exchange 
programs think Pakistani journalists are now better positioned to 
fulfill their professional responsibilities, such as fact checking for 
accuracy and being more conscious of  security.  Nonetheless, the 
Pakistani media industry still struggles with challenges in many 
crucial areas, and the U.S. Mission in Pakistan continues to work 
to mitigate these problems.  

In response to a question regarding how U.S. training programs can 
benefit Pakistan, renowned journalist Hamid Mir said, “Pakistani 
journalists need to learn how to maintain digital security, how to 
work in conflict zones, and how to use modern technology in the 
field of  journalism.”  In view of  Pakistani journalists’ enthusiasm 
to adapt new ways of  reporting effectively, the United States has 
supported different programs for journalists that have yielded 
remarkable results.

U.S. programs and centers that Pakistani journalists benefited 
from include the International Visitors Leadership Program 
(IVLP), different training and exposure opportunities by the 
International Center for Journalists (ICFJ), United States 
Educational Foundation of  Pakistan, U.S. Foreign Press Centers, 
Co-Op opportunities, and Fellowships.  Many journalists who 
participated in these programs said that these programs pushed 
their talent and skillsets to a higher level.
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Umar Cheema, an investigative reporter at The News and 2008 
Daniel Pearl Journalism Fellow, said his U.S. tour gave him an 
unparalleled opportunity to work with the most dynamic and 
independent U.S. journalists.  “I learned new techniques and 
modern journalism practices.  It was a remarkable opportunity 
for professional capacity building for me,” he said.  In response 
to a question regarding other areas Pakistani 
journalists can benefit from U.S. programs, 
Cheema said, “Pakistani journalists face 
numerous dangers, and the biggest danger 
Pakistani media faces is from within the 
media itself.  That’s the lack of  training and 
professionalism. Hence, we must focus on the 
capacity building of  Pakistani journalists.”

Zahid Gishkori, a senior correspondent 
at The Express Tribune and a 2014 Alfred 
Friendly-Daniel Pearl Fellow, said, “I had 
a wonderful experience of  having an 
opportunity to learn from the U.S. media that 
added new dimension to my perspective and skills as a print media 
journalist.  I had an opportunity to familiarize with contemporary 
media practices, especially in the area of  investigative journalism.  
I noticed cultural diversity and the significance of  free press in 
building a successful democratic structure.”  Gishkori opined 
that the main objective of  U.S. programs for journalists is to 
help Pakistan improve the quality of  journalism, something the 
Pakistani media industry has always welcomed. 

Asma Shirazi, winner of  2014 Peter Mackler Award of  Courage 
and Ethical Journalism, went to the United States on  an IVLP in 
2007.  “I had an opportunity to cover the U.S. mid-term election 
for the first time in my life and it was a totally amazing journalistic 
experience.  I learned how we can best cover elections.  It was 
a wonderful opportunity to experience the working style of  the 
U.S. media, which is very dynamic, vibrant, independent, and 
professional.

While sharing her vision of  media, Asma said she firmly believes 
journalists are the eyes and ears of  the public in every society.  
Therefore, sufficient training for journalists is crucial for any 
society.  U.S. exchange programs for Pakistani journalists 
deepen public understanding between our two countries and 
are a testament to the American belief  that a free media is a key 
ingredient of  democracy and instrumental to building a peaceful 
future. 

Laiq Ahmed is an Information Assistant at American Embassy Islamabad. 
He previously worked as a journalist with Geo News and Daily Express.

Photos in this article are from recent exchange with journalists from Peshawar 
University’s Campus Radio Program.
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Ambassador's 

The Ambassador’s Youth Council is an initiative 
sponsored by U.S. Embassy Islamabad that gives 
Pakistani youth a platform to inform policy-makers 
in the U.S. Embassy about issues that matter to them 
and to positively contribute to their communities. After 
graduating from the Council, participants can join the 
Pakistan-U.S. Alumni Network (PUAN) and continue to 
share their talent, skill, and energy with others. 

Although I’m only half  way through my tenure with 
the Ambassador’s Youth Council, or AYC as we call 
it, it seems like we’ve spent a decade together! All the 

interesting events we’ve managed to do in a short span of  time 
and more importantly the transformation of  the Council that 
we’ve witnessed (and played an important role in) is quite a story.  

I applied in November 2013 for the AYC when it was first 
launched. I made it to the top 25 for interviews…but I didn’t 
make it past the interview.

That was that. For the time being at least.

Then, a couple of  months later, I received an email saying a 
vacancy had recently opened on the Council. I was pulled off 
of  the waiting list!

When I joined the council, it was going through some growing 
pains. They were attempting to revamp the constitution and 
replace three members who had recently left.  It was a difficult 
situation for everyone and a steep learning curve as we all 
discovered our capacities and developed standard operating 
procedures and goals. 

It took approximately two meetings with former U.S. 
Ambassador to Pakistan Olson, two cultural attachés, four 
American diplomats, two locally appointed staff (this is only 
referring to the people that I was directly in contact with), four 
months, and the conviction to finally draft a proper constitution 
to develop a society-structure for our council and start activities.
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Since then, the Council has hosted amazing 
initiatives and had great discussions with the 
Ambassador. We’ve had a Thanksgiving 
dinner, where we spent a night at an American 

diplomat’s residence and experienced a typical 
American Thanksgiving. There were traditional dishes, 
a presentation session on how individuals celebrate 
Thanksgiving in their homes, and further explanation on 
what the occasion is about. 

We had an Eid meet and greet where we invited the 
Ambassador to experience a typical Eid (attire and food), 
and shared the historical context of the holiday.

We organized an English Conversation Club at the 
national library. It was a 4-week program and we invited 
participants from two public schools to learn, converse, 
and have fun using the English language. 

We hosted an iftaar at a Capital Development Authority 
hospital for all the patients, their families, and the staff. 

One of our biggest initiatives, and one that I’m most 
proud of, was the Sociolympics. In our inaugural run, 
we had a total of 80 participants divided in two teams. 
There was Team U.S. Embassy comprised of AYC and 
Pakistan-U.S. Alumni Network (PUAN) members, and 
Team Pakistan Boy Scout Association. It was a 2-day 
competition in the following activities: cricket, pittu 
garam, khokho, ludo, charades, singing, acting, debate, 
kite flying, scavenger hunt, and social challenges. 

The idea behind the Sociolympics is to identify and 
promote cultural games of our region as well as popular 
games. We use this combination of competition and 
entertainment to engage and connect with youth. You 
can learn more on our Facebook page, www.facebook.
com/sociolympics, or follow our AYC page to stay tuned. 
We are planning on hosting the second Sociolympics in 
2016 and aim to include more participants and activities.

The Council has four committees. In addition to the Social 
Events Committee, which I lead, there’s the Community 
Services Committee, Admin Affairs Committee, and 
Social Media Committee. Any member can sit in on any 
committee depending on their interest in the committee’s 
ongoing project. The only exception is Admin Affairs, 
which is headed by one person and coordinates between 
the Embassy and Council members.
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activities in places like Bajauar Agency, Parachinaar, Khyber Agency, 
Mansehra, Dir, Swat, Buner, Mardan, and many more remote and 
turbulent places. In addition, a sense of inclusiveness and goodwill 
is achieved in pakhtoon society in particular for PUAN and the 
American people. I have also met a number of wonderful people 
due to PUAN. Many members with whom we started this journey 
are now among our closest friends.

Some of our friends criticize the very notion of cultural exchanges 
and they maintain that such programs distract young minds from 
their own country and social values. They assume that through 
exposure to a liberal and secular society different from their own, 
they will lose their own identity. Interestingly, it has worked 
the other way around. These exchanges have imparted greater 
awareness and a competitive spirit amongst returnees regarding 
their homeland. Upon return, we find participants exhibit a high 
level of responsibility towards their communities and country 
and they work with a renewed constructive and positive spirit of 
contribution. 

They say perceptions are deceptive, something I have found to be 
the case with U.S.-Pakistan relations. Many who criticize the U.S. 
government and its policies are not aware of how things work in 
America. Most of them have little experience with American people, 
their culture, their social fiber, or their internal politics and legal 
system. Here PUAN can be useful in dispelling misconceptions on 
both sides. 

Those who visit the United States from Pakistan are Pakistan’s 
goodwill ambassadors and they represent their country and values 
abroad. Americans are often equally curious about Pakistan’s 
culture and history, so it is a mutually beneficial exchange in citizen 
diplomacy. 

PUAN has also afforded me the opportunity to engage in citizen 
diplomacy on a more regional level. In the summer of 2015, four 
individuals were selected from all over Pakistan, one from each 
province, to participate in a Model South Asian Association of 
Regional Cooperation (SAARC) Summit organized by U.S. 
Embassy Dhaka. I was selected as team leader. This summit was 
attended by delegates from all the SAARC countries and its main 
object was to enhance mutual cooperation among the SAARC 
countries for regional development. 

I belong to a generation that didn’t witness the fall of Dhaka, or its 
subsequent rise with the independence of Bangladesh. My ideas of 
the country were shaped by my grandparents’ stories: Bangladesh’s 
sumptuous delicacies, world famous cotton, its sundarbans’ 
mangrove forests, and tropical weather. I was eager to meet our ex-
countrymen and Muslim brothers. In my first visit to the country, 
I wanted to understand Bangladeshi perspectives, especially of 
Pakistan and its people, and to gain insight on the separation of 
two brothers who fought together against a common enemy not as 
allies but as a single force. 

Eating fresh pineapple for my first Dhaka breakfast, I noticed the 
restaurant was playing Urdu ghazals from Pakistan as background 
music. Chatting with the staff, I was pleasantly surprised to find 
them to be fans of many Pakistani singers. Our spoken languages 
were different but our values were similar, and to a greater extent 
our problems were similar too: social, economic, and governance-
related. 
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The summit was not only about meeting delegates from Bangladesh 
but from all over South Asia. Ironically, most of us from South 
Asia know more about the outer world than we know about each 
other. Meeting leaders from the neighborhood was full of dialogue, 
agreements, arguments, cultural exchange, and networking. There 
were moments when we all felt we were sitting in the actual 
SAARC summit. But more than that, it was an opportunity for 
us to get to know each beyond media images. One of the delegates 
from Pakistan told me that he had never made so many friends in 
such a short span of time, and I second him.

The format of the summit was designed very well and I must 
compliment the effort by U.S. Embassy Dhaka’s public affairs 
office. Delegates were divided into three working groups and asked 
to represent countries other than their countries of origin. It was 
quite an experience to see an Indian delegate representing Pakistan 
and speaking in its interest with full vigor. I also learned surprising 
and inspiring facts about my neighbors. For instance, a small 
country like Nepal has the potential to produce 70,000 megawatts 
of cheap electricity through hydropower. Similarly, a Motor Vehicle 
Agreement for the transit of private vehicles between Nepal, India, 
and Bangladesh was in its final stages for a trilateral treaty.

At the concluding ceremony U.S. Ambassador to Bangladesh 
Marcia Stephens Bloom Bernicat presented delegates with 
certificates of participation. She especially acknowledged the 
enthusiasm and dedication exhibited by the Pakistani team. Saying 
goodbye is always difficult for me and was especially hard after such 

an eventful week. 

The summit was an opportunity to explore the potential of SAARC 
member countries and find ways to mutually benefit from our 
shared resources in the interests of the billions of people living in 
this region. 

While we cannot change perceptions overnight, and though there 
is still much work to be done, PUAN has helped me and many 
others take the first and most vital steps of citizen diplomacy: an 
open mind and an outstretched hand.

Faisal Shahzad is the first president of the KP-FATA Chapter of 
the Pakistan-U.S. Alumni network, and Coordinator/Lecturer at 
the Department of Shariah and Law, and Incharge Legal cell at 
Islamia College Peshawar.
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Minister Counsellor for Public Affairs Jeff Sexton awards prizes and certificates to the 
champions of the 11th annual  “Dawn In Education Spelling Bee.” The U.S Embassy is 

proud to sponsor this great event which celebrates scholarship and Pakistan’s future leaders!

“Like” the Embassy’s Facebook page     /pakistan.usembassy


